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Fig 2: The ship of Theseus (https://thefunambulist.net/literature/philosophy-the-ship-of-theseus)
A PARADOX:
“The ship wherein Theseus and the youth of Athens returned 
from Crete had thirty oars, and was preserved by the Athenians 
down even to the time of Demetrius Phalereus, for they took 
away the old planks as they decayed, putting in new and stronger 
timber in their places, in so much that this ship became a standing 
example among the philosophers, for the logical question of 
things that grow; one side holding that the ship remained the 
same, and the other contending that it was not the same.”
— Plutarch, Theseus
Plutarch. "Theseus (23.1)". The Internet Classics Archive. Retrieved 2019/07/10
which is the identical ship to the original ship? 
THE ‘continuous ship’, whose spatio-temporal history is 
continuous with that of the original ship or 
THE ‘reconstructed ship’, composed of the same planks as 
the original ship?*
*Brown C (2005) Aquinas and the Ship of Theseus: Solving Puzzles about Material Objects London: Continuum
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Aristotle’s four causes or explanations which described a thing* :
• Formal cause or form (the cause of it having that form) = its design
• Material cause = the matter of which the thing is made
• Final cause or end = the intended purpose of a thing – for our students that 
would be the function (mythically, the ship’s original function was to transport 
Theseus, while politically its existence as a feasible vessel served to convince 
Athenians that Theseus was once a living person despite the ship’s material 
cause changing with time)
• Efficient cause = how and by whom a thing is made
*Lloyd G E R (1968) The critic of Plato. Aristotle: The Growth and Structure of His Thought Cambridge University Press
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